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Abstract--Symmetry in literature usually calls attention tothematic relationships, and at times it even 
has a distinctively mathematical haracter, as in the works of John Milton. In particular, Milton uses 
the Fibonacci series to construct golden sections in the epic, Paradise Lost, and in the pastoral elegy, 
Lycidas. Golden sections in these works symbolize the conjunction ofheavenly and earthly conditions 
for the purpose of explaining the poet's theodicy or divine imperatives in relation to possibilities of 
human destiny. 
The application of symmetry, proportion, and principles of similitude to descriptions of the 
natural world establishes one of our longest cultural traditions and is essential to current inquiries 
into the design of nature, t With respect o the products of human nature, especially in relation 
to architecture, music, and the visual arts, a similarly venerable study of symmetry extends 
from Pythagoras and Vitruvius to the present. 2 Our concern here will be to consider the role 
of symmetry in literature and, more particularly, in poetry, which, like verse drama, has long 
invited attention to the interrelationships among its lines, stanzas, verse paragraphs, and larger 
architectural elements. A sense of symmetry may attend, for example, the arrangement of parts 
of speech within a line or phrase, as in the golden line and the tri-colon crescendo? The same 
sense accompanies the placement of a caesura within a line of verse or the appreciation of 
delicate internal balances within a highly developed form such as the Petrarchan sonnet. The 
resulting sense of order could be rather casual, however, should it merely gratify an aesthetic 
impulse or call attention to interrelationshps among literary motifs and themes. Symmetry in 
literature does have such functions, of course, but there are also times when it has a strictly 
mathematical basis which should not be overlooked. For this reason, a discussion of the complex 
significance of symmetry in verse should probably begin with those works whose aesthetic 
properties clearly depend upon the fulfilment of a distinctive mathematical pattern. 
It so happens that most scholarly discussions of strictly mathematical symmetry in verse 
are directed to poems written well before the present century. Why this is so is a question worth 
taking up at the end of the essay. Even in the older poems, the mere presence of interesting 
numbers may not suit our argument: discussions of symmetry cannot include most forms of 
number symbolism, for example, because a symbolic number by itself does not establish a 
symmetrical relationship, which requires the participation of two or more elements. The kind 
of inquiry that concerns us, then, is represented by several classical scholars, who claim to 
have discovered the structures of geometrical rings or golden sections in the works of ancient 
poets. 4 Such scholarship, despite considerable difficulties in method, often meets the issue of 
mathematical symmetry head-on and strongly suggests that principles of mathematical com- 
position and poetical imagination are not incompatible. Such findings, regardless of shortcomings 
and controversies that surround them, help us, at the very least, to reconsider our assumptions 
about an art. In my case, I was encouraged to look anew at the poetry of William Wordsworth, 
who asserted that the two main sources of his inspiration were geometrical thought and the 
history of poetry, and whose philosophical verse employs the golden section for his most 
comprehensive statements. 5 The most important poet to Wordsworth was probably his English 
predecessor, John Milton, whose works have long been examined for their formal qualities. 
Although many scholars have commented on various large-scale symmetrical interrelationships 
among the twelve books of Paradise Lost, James Whaler has written on the purely mathematical 
symmetries of rhythms in Milton's verse paragraphs. 6 Whaler's main argument is that Milton 
sometimes constructs phrases in accordance with mathematical sequences: for example, a phrase 
of ten beats grouped as one plus two plus three plus four is an ascending series of symbolic 
value, and it can be expanded arithmetically (2, 4, 6, 8) or geometrically (2, 4, 8, 16) to account 
for a large portion of the rhythms in a verse paragraph. Although this is not the place to test 
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the soundness of Whaler's arguments, which I think are often wrong, his attitudes towards 
Milton's art are based on instincts that are surely right. The same instincts, after all, were partly 
responsible for bringing the mathematically educated Wordsworth back to Milton's works time 
and again. Accordingly, I have developed an interest in the geometrical symmetries of Milton's 
verse and would here like to present one of them--the golden section--and to consider its 
thematic significance. 
In Paradise Lost, there are several different kinds of mathematically s mmetrical patterns; 
but the golden section is reserved for the special purpose of proclaiming Milton's theodicy, his 
justification of divine providence while weighing the existence of evil with the goodness and 
sovereignty of God. In other words, the golden section is a symbol associated with the most 
fundamental concept in the epic. As such, it encircles the poem, appearing in the opening 
invocation and again near the end of Book XII, in which the archangel Michael finally reveals 
to Adam how the life of Christ promises the restoration of mankind. Now, what is assumed in 
the preceding remarks is that mathematical symmetry in a literary work should be at one with 
the work's thematic significance. In literary scholarship, the discovery of a symmetrical pattern 
is not in itself particularly interesting; for the sorts of patterns one encounters are not mathe- 
matically complicated and, without a clear relationship to the verbal content of a work, are 
either of no value to the reader or give the impression of having been arbitrarily or even 
irresponsibly imposed. 7 In these matters, then, the realization of poetical purposes in mathe- 
matical symmetry is our aim as we turn our attention to the details of Milton's verse. 
In the opening lines of Paradise Lost, the key repeated terms concern man, God, and 
creation on literary and cosmic scales: 
Of Man's First Disobedience, and the Fruit 
Of that Forbidden Tree, whose mortal taste 
Brought Death into the World, and all our woe, 
With loss of Eden, till one greater Man 
Restore us, and regain the blissful Seat, 5 
Sing Heav'nly Muse, that on the secret op 
Of Oreb, or of Sinai didst inspire 
That Shepherd, who first taught he chosen Seed, 
In the Beginning how the Heav'ns and Earth 
Rose out of Chaos: Or if Sion Hill 10 
Delight thee more, and Siloa's Brook that flow'd 
Fast by the Oracle of God; I thence 
Invoke thy aid to my advent'rous Song, 
That with no middle flight intends to soar 
Above th' Aonian Mount, while it pursues 15 
Things unattempted yet in Prose or Rhyme. 16 
And chiefly Thou O Spirit, that dost prefer 10 
Before all Temples th' upright heart and pure, 
Instruct me, for Thou know'st; Thou from the first 
Wast present, and with mighty wings outspread 20 
Dove-like satst brooding on the vast Abyss 
And mad'st it pregnant: What in me is dark 
Illumine, what is low raise and support; 
That to the highth of this great Argument 
I may assert Eternal Providence, 25 
And justify the ways of God to men. 8 
The first of the two sentences (1-16) in this verse paragraph presents the boundaries of human 
history as marked by the first and second Adams: "Man's First Disobedience" and the "greater 
Man" who eventually presides over the closing of time. Literary creation is also an issue, as 
Milton recalls how his muse helped Moses teach the genesis of things and will now help him 
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to soar above the inspiration given to classical poets. In other words, the fame and creative 
actions of the poet are set in a human context of biblical and classical traditions. By contrast, 
the second sentence (17-26) shifts the point of view to the divine context: God's creative actions 
in cosmic history are recounted and lead the poet to ask that he be able to link the divine and 
human orders by explaining "the ways of God to men"- -by attempting a theodicy. 
The relationship between human and divine history, between this verse paragraph's first 
sentence of sixteen lines and second sentence of ten lines, is, in mathematical terms, a golden 
section. Working back from the minor to the major parts of the ratio, we see that I0: 16: : 16:26 
or 5 : 8: : 8: 13, which expresses arithmetical pproximations to the geometrical concept 
a:b::b:a + b 
by means of numbers in the Fibonacci series. Why Milton associates the golden section with 
the divine order equires ome careful speculation. He would not have known of the term golden 
section, of course, for that is a nineteenth-century appellation. He probably knew the proportion, 
first, as the division of a form into extreme and mean ratio; for this is how Euclid describes it
in II. 11 and VI.30. He could also have known of the medieval Fibonacci numbers. What is 
more pertinent, however, is that the ratio was known in the Renaissance as the divine proportion. 
Kepler so termed it, as did the Italian mathematician Luca Pacioli, who wrote a treatise on the 
subject and who, as a friend of Leonardo da Vinci and Piero della Francesca, was concerned 
about its application to the arts. 9 
Given that attributions of value to the golden section in the Renaissance are germane to 
Milton's use of the ratio, let us briefly consider Pacioli's Divina Proportione. In Chapter V, 
Pacioli discusses the suitability of the title for his treatise. In short, he calls the proportion 
divine because of its similarities to traditional descriptions of God, as he illustrates by calling 
attention to five of its properties. 
(1) the divine proportion is a unique form of unity, which unity is the supreme pithet of 
God; 
(2) just as one and the same substance is found in the three persons of the Holy Trinity, 
so one and the same proportion is always appropriately found in the three terms of the ratio; 
(3) just as God cannot be properly defined and made comprehensible to us through words, 
so the proportion cannot be expressed through rational numbers; 
(4) just as God is always unchanging in every part, so the proportion is always continuous 
in all its parts; 
(5) just as God's quintessence is conferred on the four elements of earth, water, air, and 
fire and through these on all other things in nature, so the proportion is inherent in the pentagonal 
dodecahedron a d thereby accounts for the other regular solids and their four elements which 
cannot be made proportional to one another without he ratio. ~0 
Although most of Pacioli's lengthy treatise is a purely mathematical description of the golden 
section's properties, there is much in the preceding summary which could elicit a smile of 
incredulity from the modern reader. And yet, Pacioli's third and fifth properties, which concern 
the ratio's status as a concept and its application to the natural world, represent principles that 
are central to modern discussions of the golden section. It is true, for example, that the ratio 
cannot be defined exactly by numbers: its algebraic formulation--take away one from the square 
root of five and divide the remainder by two--yields an infinitely non-repeating decimal fraction. 
There is reason to doubt that knowledge of the golden section is derived from empirical ex- 
perience, but, as our bibliographical footnotes indicate, the proportion is also thought to be one 
of the mathematical mainsprings in the symmetry and design of nature. The golden section, in 
other words, is one of the areas of mathematics that continuall~¢ provokes philosophical spec- 
ulation on the nature of mathematical reality and the theory of knowledge. Thus, in the twentieth- 
century's successor to Pacioli's work--namely, The Divine Proportion: A Study in Mathematical 
Beauty--the British physicist and mathematician H. E. Huntley reflects on the properties of 
the sectio divina and its occurrence innature before aligning his views with those mathematicians 
620 L.M. JOHNSON 
and philosophers from Plato onwards who think that mathematical reality is discovered rather 
than invented: 
These were facts a million years before Fibonacci was born. No mathematician created them. 
Someone discovered them and expressed them in mathematical symbols, again "thinking 
God's thoughts after Him."" 
Enough has probably been said to indicate why, in general, the divine proportion is a 
suitable mathematical symbol for Milton's attempt to construct a theodicy. Milton lived at a 
time of cultural history in which the mathematical properties of the ratio were associated with 
the Deity. More particularly, as the opening invocation in Book I and the further examples in 
this essay demonstrate, a theodicy establishes a relationship between divine and human view- 
points, just as, in the golden section, there is a relationship between the geometrically exact 
concept and the necessarily imperfect arithmetic used to approximate it. Yet, the geometrical 
limit confers on the numbers whatever meaning they have, which metaphorically expresses 
precisely what a religious poet must do in the explanation of "God's ways to men." 
The special status of the divine proportion as a symbol of theodicy has larger implications 
for the nature of Milton's art and the other kinds of symmetry to be found in it. Milton does 
not use the ratio as a general principle of composition, and the unusual form of the invocation 
in Book I becomes evident in comparison with the other invocations in Books III, VII and IX, 
all of which employ different configurations but are much more characteristic of the overall 
style of Paradise Lost. The poet's celebrated meditation on light and blindness at the beginning 
of Book III, for example, occupies a verse paragraph of 55 lines. The first 50 lines divide in 
half after the phrase "dim suffusion veil'd": the opening 25 lines are a direct address to light 
and concern the presence of light in the extraterrestrial realms, from Heaven to Hell and Chaos; 
in the next 25 lines, the poet considers his blindness in the terrestrial context, as he recalls how 
he is separated from the expressions of human nature and the imagery of external nature. Lines 
51-55 contain a renewal of the direct address to light and a prayer in which the poet asks for 
the strength of inward sight. What is remarkable about his closing section is that it is encircled 
by one of the rare instances of rhyme in the generally unrhymed verse of the epic: the rhyme 
of "Celestial Light" (51) with "mortal sight" (55). The rhyme, moreover, circles back to the 
beginning of the verse paragraph--"Hail holy Light" (1) and" since God is Light" (3), thereby 
enclosing symbolically, in the unending line of a circle, the entire scale of creation which has 
supplied the paragraph with its imagery. Were we to remove the circle of light from the basically 
two-part structure of this paragraph, we would be close to the form of the invocation in Book 
VII. Here, addressing his muse as Urania, Milton writes a verse paragraph of 39 lines which 
divide into a simple binary symmetry at the phrase "Half yet remains unsung" (21), which not 
only calls attention to the half-way point of the paragraph but of the entire epic as well. Similarly, 
the invocation in Book IX is in two balanced parts, its 47 lines dividing in half at the end of 
line 24. Now, however, the invocation must introduce the sad events of the Fall; and the formal 
qualities of the paragraph include a binary division indicated by a colon instead of the stronger 
full stop, an unusually large number of enjambed lines, and a lowering of tone, as Milton 
augments the growing distance between God and mankind by referring to his "Celestial Patro- 
ness" not in a direct address but in the third person. A look back at all four invocations reveals, 
then, that on the level of symmetry there is a descending sequence in accordance with the divine 
proportion, a circle, a strong instance of simple binary division, and finally a weaker one. On 
the thematic level, direct addresses to the spirit of God, to its metaphorical expression as light, 
and to the muse under the traditional name of Urania give way to the third-person mention of 
a "Celestial Patroness." The analysis of symmetry in the four invocations corroborates Michael 
Fixler's argument that Plato's "four furors" or levels of inspiration are invoked in descending 
order in Milton's epic. ~2 
The range of symmetry exemplified in the invocations anticipates the large-scale shape of 
the epic, and the arrangement of the books has received a good deal of attention. In fact, that 
arrangement is a vexed question because Paradise Lost, as first published in 1667, had ten 
books and did not show its present form until two of the earlier books were split in 1674. The 
ambiguity in the two editions is, in my opinion, related to the issue of whether the Fall is 
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"fortunate" or "unfortunate" and so will be discussed later. For the present, let us briefly 
touch on the overall symmetry in the twelve-book form of the poem. First, it is clear that the 
phrase "Half yet remains unsung" at the beginning of Book VII calls attention to the epic's 
division into halves. Arranging Books VII to XII below Books I to VI, we see that the four 
invocations are paired: I with VII and III with IX, and further contrasts emerge from each pair 
of books. 13 Paradise Lost also supports the arrangement of its books as a ring-symmetry: I/XII, 
II/XI, Ill/X, IV/IX, V/VIII, and VI/VII. TM Satan's acceptance of Hell in Book I, for example, 
is thus related to Adam's and Eve's acceptance ofgoing down into the fallen world below Eden 
in Book XII; or, to cite another instance, the depiction of Eden in its innocence (IV) is paired 
with Eden during the Fall (IX). In these and other schemes, the arrangements of the books have 
a thematic rather than a mathematical basis: symmetrical relationships depend on parallel or 
contrasting episodes in the narrative but not on having, say, the same number of lines or fixed 
ratios between books. 
What large-scale thematic symmetry can do, however, is to suggest those places in which 
mathematical symmetry is likely to occur. On the basis of the divine proportion i  the invocation 
of Book I, then, we might expect another golden section to appear in Book VII, by means of 
the poem's arrangement i  halves, or in Book XII, which is the counterpart in the poem's ring- 
symmetry. Book VII, however, details the creation of the universe and does not directly deal 
with the theme of theodicy; nor do its verse paragraphs, despite their various kinds of symmetry, 
display the golden section. Near the end of Book XII, on the other hand, theodicy becomes 
the central subject, as the archangel Michael tells Adam how God will provide the possibility 
of redemption from the effects of original sin in human history. The climax of Michael's 
argument is the demonstration f God's ways to mankind through the life of Christ, and the 
archangel's account of that life occupies a verse paragraph of eighty lines (XII, 386-465) 
designed as a divine proportion. Adam's immediate response to Michael's good news is also 
cast as a divine proportion, though on the smaller scale of a verse paragraph with sixteen lines 
(Xll, 469-84). These two passages, which we should now examine in some detail, therefore 
bring to a close the promised theme and symbolic form announced atthe beginning of the poem. 
The divine proportion at the outset of Book I distinguishes between creative actions in the 
divine and human spheres; in his speech from Book XII, Michael concentrates on the moral 
dimensions of actions as contrasts between death and life. His verse paragraph as, as was 
mentioned, eighty lines: the first fifty concern the life of Christ from His ministry to His death 
and resurrection (386-435); the remaining thirty lines describe Christ's appearances to the 
disciples, ascension, and eventual role at the Last Judgment (436-65). The divine proportion 
thus divides the life of Christ into earthly and heavenly careers, occurring precisely at the 
description of the Resurrection. Again, as in the invocation from Book I, Fibonacci numbers 
approximate he ratio 3(30): 5(50) : : 5(50): 8(80). 
The first 50 lines, which deal with Christ's earthly ministry, are further divided in half 
and contain an interesting verbal battle between the words "death" and "l i fe." The opening 
25 lines (386-410) deafly tip the balance on the side of "death": 
To whom thus Michael. Dream not of thir fight, 
As of a Duel, or the local wounds 
Of head or heel: not therefore joins the Son 
Manhood to Godhead, with more strength to foil 
Thy enemy; nor so is overcome 390 
Satan, whose fall from Heav'n, a deadlier bruise, 
Disabrd not to give thee thy death's wound: 
Which bee, who comes thy Saviour, shall recure, 
Not by destroying Satan, but his works 
In thee and in thy Seed: nor can this be, 395 
But by fulfilling that which thou didst want, 
Obedience to the Law of God, impos'd 
On penalty of death, and suffering death, 
The penalty to thy transgression due, 
And due to theirs which out of thine will grow: 400 
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SO only can high Justice rest appaid. 
The Law of God exact he shall fulfil 
Both by obedience and by love, though love 
Alone fulfil the Law; thy punishment 
He shall endure by coming in the Flesh 405 
To a reproachful life and cursed death, 
Proclaiming Life to all who shall believe 
In his redemption, and that his obedience 
Imputed becomes theirs by Faith, his merits 
To save them, not thir own, though legal works. 410 
Christ's reward for exemplifying "the Law of God" (397,402) is death (392,398,406). Milton 
makes the word "death" more prominent by placing it at the ends of lines and phrases. By 
contrast, in the next 25 lines (411-35), "l ife" gains the upper hand: 
For this he shall live hated, be blasphem'd, 
Seiz'd on by force, judg'd, and to death condemn'd 
A shameful and accurst, nail'd to the Cross 
By his own Nation, slain for bringing Life; 
But to the Cross he nails thy Enemies, 415 
The Law that is against hee, and the sins 
Of all mankind, with him there crucifi'd, 
Never to hurt them more who rightly trust 
In this his satisfaction; so he dies, 
But soon revives, Death over him no power 420 
Shall long usurp; ere the third dawning light 
Return, the Stars of Morn shall see him rise 
Out of his grave, fresh as the dawning light, 
Thy ransom paid, which Man from death redeems, 
His death for Man, as many as offer'd Life 425 
Neglect not, and the benefit embrace 
By Faith not void of works; this God-like act 
Annuls thy doom, the death thou shouldst have di'd, 
In sin for ever lost from life; this act 
Shall bruise the head of Satan, crush his strength 430 
Defeating Sin and Death, his two main arms, 
And fix far deeper in his head thir stings 
Than temporal death shall bruise the Victor's heel, 
Or theirs whom he redeems, a death like sleep, 
A gentle wafting to immortal Life. 435 
Now the word "death" is buried in the middle of lines and phrases whereas "l ife" has the 
final word at their endings (414,425,429,435). The paragraph appropriately resolves its verbal 
contest as it reaches its divine proportion on the phrase "immortal Life." 
The final 30 lines are directed to Christ's spiritual career and, like their counterpart in the 
ratio's major section, divide into two equal parts. The first 15 lines (436-50) restate the triumph 
of "Life" (438,443): 
Nor after resurrection shall he stay 
Longer on Earth than certain times to appear 
To his Disciples, Men who in his Life 
Still follow'd him; to them shall leave in charge 
To teach all nations what of him they learn'd 440 
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And his Salvation, them who shall believe 
Baptizing in the profluent stream, the sign 
Of washing them from guilt of sin to Life 
Pure, and in mind prepar'd, if so befall, 
For death, like that which the redeemer di'd. 445 
All Nations they shall teach; for from that day 
Not only to the Sons of Abraham's Loins 
Salvation shall be Preacht, but to the Sons 
Of Abraham's Faith wherever through the world; 
So in his seed all Nations shall be blest. 450 
From the preceding statement on the universality of Christ's teachings, the final fifteen lines 
(451-65) depict the Son of God in spiritual glory: 
Then to the Heav'n of Heav'ns he shall ascend 
With victory, triumphing through the air 
Over his foes and thine; there shall surprise 
The Serpent, Prince of air, and drag in Chains 
Through all his Realm, and there confounded leave; 455 
Then enter into glory, and resume 
His Seat at God's right hand, exalted high 
Above all names in Heav'n; and thence shall come, 
When this world's dissolution shall be ripe, 
With glory and power to judge both quick and dead, 460 
To judge th' unfaithful dead, but to reward 
His faithful, and receive them into bliss, 
Whether in Heav'n or Earth, for then the Earth 
Shall all be Paradise, far happier place 
Than this of Eden, and far happier days. 465 
The words "Heav'n" and "Earth" are repeated throughout this final passage (451,458,463), 
for the defeat of evil and death leaves the earth in a condition which is superior to the original 
paradise in Eden. In the words of Milton's Christian Doctrine: "The restoration of Man is the 
act whereby man, being delivered from sin and death by God the Father through Jesus Christ, 
is raised to a far more excellent state of grace and glory than that from which he had fallen." ~5 
With the conclusion of Michael's speech, Milton's theodicy is, in principle, complete. 
Proclaimed by the poet at the beginning of the epic, the "greater Man" who is to "regain 
the blissful Seat" of Eden has now been identified and described at length by a representative 
of Heaven; all that remains is for Adam, on behalf of earth and the human race, to express his 
understanding of God's ways: 
O goodness infinite, goodness immense! 
That all this good of evil shall produce, 470 
And evil turn to good; more wonderful 
Than that which by creation first brought forth 
Light out of darkness! full of doubt I stand, 
Whether I should repent me now of sin 
By mee done and occasion'd, or rejoice 475 
Much more, that much more good thereof shall spring, 
To God more glory, more good will to Men 
From God, and over wrath grace shall abound. 10 
But say, if our deliverer up to Heav'n 6 
Must reascend, what will betide the few 480 
624 L.M. JOHNSON 
His faithful, left among th' unfaithful herd, 
The enemies of truth; who then shall guide 
His people, who defend? will they not deal 
Worse with his followers than with him they dealt? 
The association of theodicy with the divine proportion, which distinguishes the verse paragraphs 
of the poet and the archangel, also extends to Adam's--6: 10: : 10:16 or, in terms of the 
Fibonacci series, 3: 5: : 5 : 8. The fact that Adam's speech echoes Michael's, not only in theme 
but in geometric design, is important to the dramatic relationship between the two characters 
and to the difficult question of whether or not the Fall is fortunate. With respect to the dramatic 
relationship, Michael has instructed Adam throughout Books XI and XII on the nature of human 
history; typically, the archangel presents a scene or situation which Adam then misinterprets 
and which thus requires a correction and a further example. What is evident in their exchange 
on the life of Christ, however, is their agreement: no correction or reproof is needed, for Adam's 
education has come to a successful close. 
What Adam has learned, though, creates problems for many a Miltonist. In expressing his 
understanding of God's ways, Adam paraphrases the medieval hymn O Felix Culpa and suggests 
that the Fall is fortunate: sin occasions grace, and mankind appears to attain a happier state 
than in the original Eden. The implication that God has therefore been working for the Fall all 
along leads some scholars to question God's goodness, and there are those who, in defense of 
God, insist that the Fall must be seen as utterly unfortunate--that mankind would have been 
happier in a state of obedient innocence.16 Conversely, there are others who think that a legalistic 
God, justly insisting on a seemingly unending punishment of a sinful and unredeemable hu- 
manity, would be deficient in love and compassion and should therefore also have His goodness 
questioned. Either way, from the human point of view, God's goodness eems to be imperiled. 
It is important to note Milton's sensitivity to the problem. In his ensuing speech (485-551), 
Michael emphasizes that even religion itself will not escape the unfortunate consequences of 
the Fall, which becomes fortunate only at the end of time. Although this verse paragraph and 
its eighty-line predecessor n the life of Christ end in the same way by announcing the final 
bliss to be enjoyed by the faithful, the two speeches could not differ more in their composition: 
the divine proportion, lucid subdivisions, and stylistic grandeur of the first utterance give way 
to a paragraph of no clearly discernible internal form, heavy enjambement, and a prosaic diction. 
The two sides of the Fall are thus poignantly captured by Milton's two different approaches to
poetic architecture: perfect symmetry in contrast o apparent formlessness. How may these 
differences be resolved? Freely to obey God's will, which is to choose the transcendental limit 
symbolized by the divine proportion, rather than to follow mankind's wilfulness, which eschews 
limits and produces disorder, presupposes respect for both implications of the Fall and resolves 
into the spiritual condition of the "paradise within," the theme that closes the unrhymed love- 
sonnet in Michael's final speech (574-87) and brings the potential of the fortunate Fall to life 
before its actual occurrence at the Last Judgment) 7 What has not changed is that, innocent or 
fallen, mankind is still presented with a choice and an exercise of free will. In the fallen state, 
individuals still must choose whether or not the Fall is to be fortunate. In the light of that 
choice, the notion that the Fall can be defined without reference to free will and can be merely 
classified as either fortunate or unfortunate becomes implistic, if not meaningless. The dif- 
ference between the choices given to innocent and fallen conditions i  even implicit in the divine 
proportion itself, which, by juxtaposing perfect geometrical symmetry with imperfect arith- 
metical approximations, coordinates the differences between the divine and human wills. As a 
symbol of Milton's theodicy, then, the divine proportion depends on contrasts, applies provi- 
dential actions to a fallen world, and would not be found in a state of innocence. 
It is also possible that Milton's own choices of attitudes towards the Fall are reflected in 
the contrasting numbers of books in the 1667 and 1674 editions of Paradise Lost. Why he 
changed the poem from ten to twelve books has received much speculation, which need not 
concern us here, but we should consider the relative prominence of his theodicy and its divine 
proportion in the two editions. Books VII and VIII, which present Raphael's account of the 
creation and Adam's account of his own, were combined in 1667, as were Books XI and XII 
on the history of the human race. In 1667, Book VII (now VII and VIII) and X (now XI and 
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XII) were the longest in the poem. Book X, in particular, was the most massive, standing at 
nearly 1,550 lines. The effect of Milton's theodicy and golden sections in the speeches of 
Michael and Adam near the close of the original edition was proportionately small and buried 
in context, perhaps as a way of underpinning the unfortunate dimensions of the Fall. In 1674, 
however, Book XII, at 649 lines, becomes one of the shortest in the epic, and the speeches of 
Michael and Adam now dominate the tone of the book's latter half. The new book gives ample 
space to God's love, which before trailed in the wake of a lengthy history of human sinfulness. 
In particular, the life of Christ becomes the central interest in the new book and is thereby more 
likely to be associated with the "greater Man" at the poem's outset. Not only does the twelve- 
book form of Paradise Lost more clearly align itself with the classical epic tradition, but the 
sharper focus on Christ as the true type of epic heroism clarifies the choices the reader can 
make about a spiritual destiny. 
Milton's preferences in mathematical symmetry and balance reflect his thematic preoccu- 
pations, and his use of the golden section as a symbol for the divine rescue of an afflicted 
humanity appears to have been deeply considered throughout his poetical career. Besides Par- 
adise Lost, there is one other work in which the relationship of death of life is resolved with 
the help of the divine proportion: the pastoral elegy Lycidas, written three decades earlier. 
Throughout i s first nine stanzas, the power of death over Lycidas and life in general renders 
useless the attempt to live in accordance with any lasting values. It is the task of stanza ten to 
offer a contrast to the disproportionately long lament and to rescue Lycidas, the poet, the poem, 
and the world from adversity: 
Weep no more, woeful Shepherds weep no more, 165 
For Lycidas your sorrow is not dead, 
Sunk though he be beneath the wat'ry floor, 
So sinks the day-star in the Ocean bed, 
And yet anon repairs his drooping head, 
And tricks his beams, and with new-spangled Ore, 170 
Flames in the forehead of the morning sky: 
So Lycidas, sunk low, but mounted high, 
Through the dear might of him that walk'd the waves, 
Where other groves, and other streams along, 
With Nectar pure his oozy Locks he laves, 175 
And hears the unexpressive nuptial Song, 
In the blest Kingdoms meek of joy and love. 13 
There entertain him all the Saints above, 8 
In solemn troops, and sweet Societies 
That sing, and singing in their glory move, 180 
And wipe the tears for ever from his eyes. 
Now Lycidas, the Shepherds weep no more; 
Henceforth thou art the Genius of the shore, 
In thy large recompense, and shalt be good 
To all that wander in that perilous flood. 185 
Conventional stylistic analysis of Lycidas turns on two main points: its form as a canzone or 
madrigal and the nature of its rhyming pattern.~8 With respect o the form of the stanza as a 
canzone, the clear subdivision of the fronte at the end of line 171 and the equally clear division 
of the fronte from the sirima between lines 177-78 are notable; for the first nine stanzas are, 
in comparison, irregularly designed. The effect of a normative textbook example of the stanzaic 
form is thereby reinforced in the same manner as a theme in music would be were it heard at 
the end of the variations based on it. Moreover, the rhyme on "more"(165) and "floor"(167), 
reappearing in "more"(182) and "shore"(183), virtually encloses the stanza in a circle of 
rhyme, the symbolism of which establishes a context for other instances of this key rhyme in 
the poem, particularly for the opening l ine--"Yet once more, O ye Laurels, and once more" - -  
which is unrhymed in its own stanza and therefore strikes one as an instance of irregularity. 
To the preceding observations on the crucial importance of stanza ten, one may add that the 
626 L.M. JOHNSON 
principal division of its content between the fronte and the sirima is a divine proportion with 
Fibonacci numbers in the sequence of 8: 13 : : 13: 21. Attention to the divine proportion is useful, 
for it explains, as the canzone and the rhymes do not, what kinds of content and theme will 
appear and how they will be treated. The divine proportion, as Milton's employment of it in 
Paradise Lost suggests, requires the conjunction of earth and heaven on the question of life's 
purpose and destiny. Here, Lycidas is transported from death on earth to lasting life in a pastoral 
heaven governed by Christ as the good shepherd. At that point, the stanza's divine proportion 
occurs and symbolizes the role of the heavenly realm as a pattern by means of which the 
vicissitudes of earthly life may be measured and imbued with value. Thereafter, the apotheosis 
of Lycidas as "the Genius of the shore" becomes the literary equivalent of the mathematical 
symbolism: that a presiding transcendental order watches over a world of affliction and mut- 
ability. 
Throughout his essay, I have assumed that Milton's use of mathematical symmetry is 
deliberate and therefore justifies a close examination of its artistic and thematic significance. 
In the case of the divine proportion, we have been concerned with only four passages--three 
from Paradise Lost and one from Lyc idas - -wh ich  is a bit like finding a handful of needles in 
the haystack of the Miltonic canon. Despite the importance of the passages in which the divine 
proportion occurs, its rarity is undoubtedly the main reason .why, even in a climate of literary 
study that shows an interest in symmetry, it has been overlooked. Were Milton's use of the 
golden section an unconscious activity, the fortuitous occurrence of the ratio would be wide- 
spread and would not be exclusive to passages which share the same kind of literary purpose 
and theme. Of course, the sheer complexity and range of Milton's verse and patterns of symmetry 
would discourage almost any attempt to identify specific patterns. Nearly all other verse reflects 
much more limited artistic resources, is repeatedly expressed in a relatively small range of 
forms, and is therefore much more likely to have all its salient qualities and characteristics 
appreciated in a shorter interval of time. Such, at least, is the supposition one might entertain 
in relation to the discovery of something new in Milton's verse, which still has its secrets despite 
being read by so many for so long. 
The appearance of accidental symmetry in verse is nevertheless an interesting question, 
although it would seem to have little application to an older poet as self-conscious as Milton. 
Many poets from the past century or so, on the other hand, have been suspicious of mathematical 
and rational thought, as if it were inimical to the creative imagination. Why this is so reflects 
many factors, one of the most important being a profound change in how people feel about he 
universe. In Milton's time, as was true back to antiquity, the cosmos was usually thought o 
be full of beautiful proportions and harmonies which a poet quite naturally expected to be 
incarnated in the poetical universe of words. Recent attitudes towards the universe, by contrast, 
often assume or express a sense of fear and alienation in the face of indifferent, hostile, or 
disordered natural forces. It would be important, in my view, to find out whether modem poets 
who have abandoned metrical verse and profess a dislike for mathematical order nevertheless 
unconsciously betray a sense of mathematical symmetry in their works. In particular, arguments 
about he golden section as a natural expression of human order could he tested, no doubt with 
the facilitating help of computers. Whatever the results, one must not forget that there are still 
modem poets who know that mathematical nd poetical symmetry are mutually supportive 
activities of the same human brain, which, however divided into different hemispheres or 
assigned to different intellectual cultures, is responsible for ensuring that the future of poetry 
will be commensurate with its past. 
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